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March 2: Witnesses told foreign and Venezuelan reporters that troops killed at least 20 people
on Wednesday evening and Thursday morning in the El Valle neighborhood south of Caracas in
response to the slaying of an army major by snipers. According to local press reports, Maj. Felipe
Acosta Carles was leading a group of soldiers in El Valle on March 1 when he followed snipers to
a secluded hut next to a highway and was shot in a burst of gunfire. (On prior developments, see
LADC, 03/02/89, "Venezuela: Riots & Looting Break Out In Response to IMF-Imposed Austerity
Measures.") Francisco Solorza, a journalist who lives in the El Valle neighborhood, told AP that he
saw at least 20 bodies being carried through the streets Thursday morning. Photographers for the
El Nacional newspaper also said they saw at least 20 bodies from that clash at the central Caracas
morgue. Unofficial reports estimated the death toll since Feb. 27 at about 250 in Caracas and at least
11 cities nationwide. The toll of injured was put at about 3,000, and the detained, 4,500. According
to DPA, the Caracas city morgue said Thursday it took delivery of 115 shooting fatalities this week.
An estimated 15,000 troops and 7,000 police maintained order in the capital Thursday. According
to Xinhua (03/03/89), the government moved another 10,000 troops to Caracas from barracks in
the provinces. On Thursday, gunfire was reported by residents of low-income neighborhoods,
including La Vega, Petare and 23 de Enero. In comments to reporters after a helicopter tour of the
capital, President Carlos Andres Perez said he was "preoccupied and ashamed" of the "absurdity"
of lost lives. He said looters were only hurting themselves by ruining small businesses that served
poor neighborhoods. Perez also blamed "remnants" of leftist revolutionaries for continued gun
battles in the capital. "These phantasmagorical remnants of subversives are still not convinced
this is a democratic country," he said. Gabriel Puerta, a former guerrilla leader, accused the
government of inventing political motives for the disturbances, which he blamed on the failure
of the government's economic policies. While several bus lines began operating again in Caracas,
most businesses and restaurants remained closed. Soldiers carried out street patrols or stood guard
outside virtually all public buildings, as well as at banks and gasoline stations. In an interview
with a Mexican TV journalist on Thursday evening, Perez said that Venezuela's problems reflect
social unrest throughout Latin America, attributable in part to the region's crushing foreign debt
burden. He blamed creditor countries and the International Monetary Fund for imposing debt
repayment conditions which made him resort to an unpopular austerity plan. The president said
rioting over price hikes under the government plan caused the deaths of civilians and army and
police personnel. Two army officers were badly wounded, one of them critically, he said. Perez
said he believed the state of emergency might be lifted "in a few days." Next, President Perez
called on creditor governments and banks to acknowledge their responsibility in destabilizing
the continuity of democracy in Latin America. He said governments in the region will continue
economic reforms and accept International Monetary Fund mandates, but only in return for creditor
nations' concrete efforts to facilitate realistic debt restructuring negotiations, end protectionism,
and support economic growth in debtor nations. Perez added that his government will continue
its economic austerity plan. However, he said, if new strategies for coping with the debt are not
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developed, the economic measures will fail. On Thursday evening, soldiers hunting snipers and
seeking looters conducted house-to-house searches in downtown Caracas and the western slums.
March 3: At a morning news conference in Caracas, President Perez told foreign reporters that the
violence since Monday had caused a total of 300 deaths. The official count of wounded, he said, was
up to 2,000, many of them seriously. Perez put the number of arrests at "barely 1,000." Newspaper
reports estimated the death toll at 300 to 400, and said more than 2,000 had been arrested in Caracas
alone. Perez blamed the rioting on Venezuela's foreign debt burden. He told reporters that the
four days of disturbances caused by price hikes could occur in other Latin American countries.
"The crisis Latin American nations are undergoing has a name written with capital letters foreign
debt," he said. Perez also criticized creditor nations for giving little or no help to support democratic
governments in the region. "I hope this painful sacrifice by our country will serve for the leaders of
the industrial powers to reflect that we are not exaggerating when we say the crisis is serious," he
said. Perez said Venezuela's ability to continue making principal and interest payments on its $33
billion foreign debt depends on the success of his austerity program. Schools remained closed on
Friday. Martial law remained in effect, although the 6 p.m. curfew in Caracas was pushed back to 8
p.m., and lifted in many regions in the country. Soldiers patrolled Caracas on foot and in armored
cars, and there was sporadic gunfire. Buses and subways ran regularly and downtown streets were
crowded. Long lines appeared outside grocery stores, while the government continued setting
up distribution centers to relieve food shortages. In its Friday edition, El Nacional said more than
300 people had died, and 1,500 injured since Monday in riots in Caracas and 11 other cities. Other
reports said the death toll ranged from 250 to 350. In statements to Prensa Latina, civil defense
spokespersons in Caracas said 600 wounded had been brought in to the city's hospitals and clinics.
On Friday, the government announced an assistance program for business owners affected by the
violence. March 4: Local media sources reported that insurance companies estimated damage to
their clients at about $76 million. Many looted businesses, however, had no coverage. Officials at
the Caracas city morgue said most of the more than 300 bodies recovered from the rioting have
been claimed. They confirmed that a number of unidentified victims of the violence had already
been buried in common graves because of a shortage of space, and the advanced deterioration of
their bodies. Local press reports citing government officials other than President Perez said that the
ultimate toll from the rioting would be more than 600 when victims from areas outside the capital
were counted. March 5: Leader of the Committee for the Disappeared, Enrique Ochoa, said his
group would ask the attorney general's office to see the autopsy results of people killed during
the riots. "The suspension of constitutional guarantees cannot mean executions," he said. Ochoa
also warned that the 30 missing people "should reappear alive, because if they had been killed in
the disturbances they already would be in the morgue; if they have not already arrived there, it
means they were detained. We cannot allow them to be killed." Defense Minister Gen. Italo del
Valle Alliegro dismissed charges by the Committee that 30 people were missing, and that army
troops had arbitrarily shot dead dozens more. The minister said there were "no people mi- ssing,
but rather prisoners that can be accounted for easily." Of the 637 people detained in the five days
of rioting in Caracas, all but 223 have been released, the minister said. Army troops that raided
Caracas slums to flush out snipers, killing dozens of people, were only acting to maintain order,
said Del Valle Alliegro. In a statement, President Perez said that calm had returned to Venezuela,
and blamed subversives for exacerbating the violence. Perez said, "Within our society we have
groups of subversive elements who are trying to take advantage of the current situation by turning
it into violence. That is what occurred here...These factions hoped to achieve their political goals
through these tactics, and are still feverish with ambition." March 6: Elementary schools were
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reopened, while university and secondary-level classes remained suspended. The government
lifted the curfew in effect since Feb. 28, but the state of siege remained. Shops left unaffected by
the looting reopened, and public transportation appeared to be operating normally. University and
secondary-level classes remained suspended. Unofficial reports placed the death toll at between
350 and 500, and the number of injured at several thousand. Two Caracas hospitals alone reported
treating 2,300 people. Meanwhile, the government's revised list put the numbers at 256 and nearly
2,000, respectively. Student leaders said at least 100 Caracas students were under arrest and 12
were missing. According to Jazmin Jaimes, a member of Central University's University Students
Federation (Caracas), "Many were taken from their houses by police and national guards and the
only explanations their parents received was that civil rights had been indefinitely suspended."
Jaimes said police tortured one student, Vanessa Davis. Interior Minister Alejandro Izaguirre said
two soldiers and one policeman were among the dead, and 46 police officers and some 30 soldiers
were wounded. (Basic data from numerous reports, including Xinhua, 03/02/89, 03/03/89, 03/06/89;
DPA, 03/02/89, 03/03/89; AP, 03/2-4/89, 03/06/89; Prensa Latina, 03/02/89, 03/03/89; AFP, 03/03/89,
03/06/89; El Nacional, 03/03/89; New York Times, 03/04/89, 03/05/89)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

